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It has been indicated that unions are more effective in maintaining
wages than in raising them, but that it is pointless to discuss wages
and earnings without reference to productivity. As British unions
were well established at the opening of the steel era, they may have
been partly instrumental in the establishment of a higher wage level
than on the Continent at the beginning of the period, but at that
time the relative productivity was such that the industry could stand
it. If the industry subsequently lost in relative advantages in gross
productivity, this was entirely out of the control of organized labour.
After 1920 the labour unions maintained higher wages than the
productivity of the industry could afford, and this may have been
a serious factor in the post-war industrial crisis. It is difficult,
however, to see what could have been done about it, as even a
drastic reduction in the standard of living would not have brought
British total costs down to those of the Continental industries,
especially as it was obvious that a fundamental re-organization of
the industry was required. Whilst, therefore, labour unions may
have at times exerted a restrictive effect on the expansion of the
industry, it is contended that it was not the major influence in the
relative deterioration.
(*) ORGANIZATION OF TECHNICAL AND MANAGERIAL
STAFF
Practically all the fundamental inventions in the steel industry
originated in Great Britain, but in the last fifty years of the period
under review there appeared to be a slackening in leadership and
pioneering work. The first statement is undisputed even by foreign
metallurgists, but the second also appears sustainable. Britain did not
retain the initiative after the fundamental inventions. The industry
was slowly penetrated by science and failed to appreciate that it was
entering a new highly technical phase; in fact, till the end of the
period, it maintained an alchemistic secrecy in regard to its processes.
The contributions of foreign metallurgists in the pig iron industry
have been noted above in the development of larger furnaces and
more efficient handling equipment, in gas-cleaning and utilization,
in the economic use of the gas engine, and so on. They also progressed
in the construction of large steel furnaces, the development of high
speed mills, the use of automatic and electrically heated furnaces
for steel treatment, in the mechanization of steel foundries and ia
other ways.
Afto: the war in 1914-18 it cannot be said that this country led